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Year 8 Unit 2b:
Beliefs of Early Christian 

Communities

Standards
By the end of this unit it is intended that students:
• be aware of the commitment and vision of the men and women in the early Christian 

communities

• describe important events and personalities of the early Christian communities

• use historical sources to interpret early Church history.

Indicators of Learning

Spiritual Refl ection for Teachers
Many in the early Church were converted to Christianity through the example of the early Christians.

Look back over the past few days. When might your example have had a positive impact on others, 
perhaps without you even being aware of it? How have the words and actions of others affected 
your life in this same period of time? 

This unit may be about events long past but the message is timeless. Its challenge is to encourage 
students to develop an awareness of the difference they can make by living Christian ideals in 
today’s world.

What difference can you make in the week ahead?

Values and Attitudes

articulate those qualities which 
were exhibited by the early 
Christians

refl ect on the motives of 
contemporary Christians who 
suffer for their faith

comment on the contribution of 
both men and women in Scripture, 
as the fi rst missionaries of the 
Church

name some of the benefi ts of 
unity and some of the diffi culties 
in achieving it

recommend those qualities of the 
early Church which are relevant 
for the Church today

Knowledge

understand the events 
surrounding the foundation of the 
early Christian communities

understand why Christians were 
persecuted at certain times in the 
Roman Empire

have an awareness of Paul’s role as 
‘Apostle to the Gentiles’ in the 
establishment of the early Church

identify a variety of ways in which 
Judaism infl uenced the 
development of Christianity

comprehend the positive and 
negative consequences of 
Constantine’s conversion on the 
development of the Church.

Skills

outline the diffi culties associated 
with starting a group/team

research and record the lives of 
signifi cant members of the early 
Church

locate on a map signifi cant places 
in the New Testament

record the issues which were 
debated at the Council of 
Jerusalem

design a time line which charts the 
development and history of the 
early Church in the fi rst three 
centuries
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It is intended that students will be able to:
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Links with Students’ Life Experience
Examining the needs of their own communities
• It is important to make this area of early Church history as accessible to students as possible, so 

as to enhance their understanding of present-day events.

• In the light of their study of the ‘fellowship of believers’, the students could be encouraged to 
refl ect on the various ways that the early Christians cared for the needy in their community. In 
turn the students could examine the needs of their own communities and ways in which they 
could help others.

• Many in the early Church were converted to Christianity through the example of the early 
Christians. Students could be encouraged to develop a responsibility for living out Christian 
ideals in today’s world.

The Church’s Teaching and Lived Tradition
The Church’s missionary characteristics
• A study of the early Christian communities sheds light on an enduring characteristic of the 

Church: it is missionary. From its beginnings, throughout the centuries and in the present day 
men and women are inspired by the Holy Spirit to spread the Good News of Jesus Christ 
through word, witness and service.

• Reading the Vatican II documents on Liturgy and the Church shows that the Church has 
attempted to renew the spirit of the early Church, in relation to its
– liturgy and worship
– role of the laity
– understanding of authority within the Church
– relations with other Christians.

• Students should be encouraged to explore the similarities and differences in custom and 
tradition between life in the early Christian Church and the Church today.

Catechism of the Catholic Church
Church’s Origin, Foundation and Mission
In preparation for the teaching of this unit the following references are recommended:

Part One, Section Two: The Profession of the Christian Faith

758–769 The Church’s Origin, Foundation and Mission
767 When the work which the Father gave the Son to do on earth was accomplished, the Holy Spirit 

was sent on the day of Pentecost in order that he might continually sanctify the Church. Then 
the Church was openly displayed to the crowds and the spread of the Gospel among the 
nations, through preaching, was begun.

768 So that she can fulfi l her mission, the Holy Spirit ‘bestows upon (the Church) varied hierarchic 
and charismatic gifts, and in this way directs her.’ ‘Henceforward the Church, endowed with 
the gifts of her founder and faithfully observing his precepts of charity, humility and self-denial, 
receives the mission of proclaiming and establishing among all peoples the kingdom of Christ 
and of God, and she is on earth the seed and the beginning of that kingdom.’
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Explanation of Scripture used in this unit

The Acts of the Apostles is a primary source for showing the humble beginnings and gradual 
spread of Christianity.

• The earliest written parts of the Christian Scriptures are Paul’s Epistles to the Christian 
communities that he helped to found. Familiarity with these will assist in teaching this unit.

• The following passages can used in this unit: Acts 2:1–15; 6:8–7:60; 2:42–47; 4:32–37; 
15: 1–17, 19–31; Galatians 1:11–24; Ephesians 1:3–7, 9–10, 13–14; 2:10

Acts 2:1–15  The Day of Pentecost (Indicator 1)

The feast of Pentecost is a Jewish festival called Shavuot or the Feast of Weeks, which was fi fty days after the 
second day of Passover. Luke grapples with words to recount what happened: ‘they heard what sounded like a 
powerful wind from heaven’, 2:2, and ‘something appeared to them that seemed like tongues of fi re’, 2:3. The 
author suggests that it was not exactly wind or fl ames of fi re. Thus we must be careful that students do not 
think of the Holy Spirit as a powerful wind or tongues of fi re. These of course are metaphors for a reality we 
cannot fully describe.

Another noteworthy feature is the emphasis on speaking and hearing. Not only were the apostles gifted with 
languages, but those who listened were gifted to hear them speak in their own tongue. An important 
consequence of the coming of the Spirit seems to be improved communication, where speaking and listening 
are accurate and in harmony. The courage to speak and listen would seem to be part of the message of 
Pentecost.

Acts 6:8–7:60  Stephen (Indicator 2)

This long account of the martyrdom of Stephen is highly stylised. It tells us much about the disciples, and the 
way they understood Jesus’ teachings and put them into practice.

There were some diffi culties over the distribution of food to widows. It seems there were two groups involved 
– the Hebrews and the Hellenists (6:1). The Hebrews were Palestinian Jews who had become Christians, while 
the Hellenists were Greek-speaking Jews from outside Palestine who had also become Christians. There was 
tension between the two groups although they were all Christian. Stephen was of the latter group. He was a 
Greek-speaking Hellenised Jew who had become a follower of Jesus. This may have something to do with the 
dispute.

Stephen’s actual moment of dying paralleled the death of Jesus in Luke 23. Stephen, like Jesus, died forgiving 
and praying. Such stories tell us much about the tensions within the early Church.

The person called Saul, who approved of the killing, later became Paul, writer of letters in the New Testament 
texts. His conversion is recorded in Acts 9 and also in Acts 22 and 26.

Acts 15:1–17, 19–31  Controversies – the Council of Jerusalem (Indicator 4)

This account of a meeting of the infant Church sheds light on the decisions faced by this group. It shows the 
composite mixture of the group: not only Jews but Gentiles had now become followers of Jesus. This created a 
dilemma – should Gentiles convert to Judaism before becoming Christians? It would mean circumcision for 
the men and keeping of Jewish dietary laws.

Although Peter was the head of the whole Church and was the fi rst to suggest a solution (15:7), it seems James 
was the leader of the Church in Jerusalem. He announced the fi nal decision that converts must keep some, but 
not all of the Jewish laws. James is generally identifi ed as ‘James, the relative of the Lord. Whereas Peter was 
the apostle who took the Gospel to Rome, James remained the leader of the early Church in Palestine.
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Celebration: Prayer and Liturgy
In studying this unit students will have encountered a community uncertain of itself, a community 
waiting for the kingdom of God and a community willing to have its faith tested. Allow students to 
refl ect on the content of the unit and experiences they have shared, and use their refl ections as the 
basis for the celebration.

Suggested celebration based on Acts 4:32–35
Preparation: Before the celebration, students draw a picture representing an occasion when they 
had their faith tested. They are encouraged to link this occasion with the experience of the early 
Christian communities who turned to God at times like this.

Gathering: Ensure students enter the place set aside for prayer in a quiet and respectful manner. When 
they are settled, give the instruction for each student to lay their picture in the appropriate 
space. Only one student should move at a time. Quiet music will help to maintain a reverent 
atmosphere. The pictures are then ‘joined’ by a ribbon. The joining action could be completed 
by the teacher or by a well-prepared student.

Teacher:  In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

 These pictures represent our lives and the times when our faith has been tested. Just 
as the ribbon binds these pictures together, we are bound to each other in this 
community and through our shared faith.

Refl ection: Play ‘Rest and Wait’, Deep Waters CD – Trish Watts.

The Word: Acts 4:32–35 (ensure the reader is well-prepared to proclaim the Word of God).

Teacher: Like the early Christians we are a community of believers. We are called to share each 
other’s joys and burdens. Today we lay our times of struggle before God and each 
other. Please stand as we pray in the faith given to us through the Resurrection of 
Jesus.

Student 1: When they had gathered together they asked him:

Student 2: ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom of Israel?’

Student 1: He answered them:

Student 2: ‘It is not for you to know the times or seasons that the Father has established by his 
own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and 
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem.’

Teacher: Jesus promised that the Holy Spirit would give us the strength to face the diffi cult 
times of life. We pray for this strength in our own lives and for all in our community. 
The response is: Come, Spirit of God, be with us.

 As we open our ears to the voices of others: 

All:  Come, Spirit of God, be with us.

Teacher: As we open our minds to each other’s stories:

All:  Come, Spirit of God, be with us.

Teacher:  As we open our hearts to the hurt of our world:

All:  Come, Spirit of God, be with us.

Teacher: As we open our lives to the future:

All:  Come, Spirit of God, be with us.

Conclusion: In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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Possible Assessment Tasks

TASK 1: A poster to encourage converts

PURPOSE
Students to explore the role of proclamation as a way of leading people to faith.

ACTIVITY
The purpose of this poster will be to encourage people to join one of the early Christian 
communities. Students make a list of the good qualities and ideals of the fi rst Christians. What sort 
of society did they hope to achieve? How did they treat each other? What could a person gain by 
joining them?

Students:

• Make a list of words or phrases that sum up these ideals.

• Make rough drawings to illustrate these ideals being put into action by the fi rst Christians.

• Place their rough drawings on a sheet of cardboard, moving them around for the best effect. 
Will there be a central focus for the poster?

• Transfer their drawings onto the poster. Print the key word or phrase beside each illustration.

• Display the posters around the classroom wall, with students briefl y explaining their work.

ASSESSMENT
How would their poster attract people, and persuade them to become a member of the Christian 
community in their city?

TASK 2: Obituary/Word Portrait of St Paul

PURPOSE
For students to understand some of the mission of St Paul.

ACTIVITY
Paul has just passed away and it is your duty to write the obituary or word/portrait about St Paul 
in the ‘New Jerusalem Times’. You have been told by the Editor to cover the following:

(a) a brief overview of the time.
(b) some details of his life.
(c) where did he travel to and why?
(d) excerpts from at least three of his letters and the key message or theme in each.
(e) you may include a map, a drawing or a painting.

ASSESSMENT
Suitability of obituary, fulfi lling the set criteria above.
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Resources
Essential Reading

Recommended editions of the Bible are:
Catholic Bible Press 1993, The New Revised Standard Version: Catholic Edition. Catholic Bible 

Press, a division of Thomas Nelson Inc., Nashville, Tennessee.
Darton, Longman & Todd 1985, The New Jerusalem Bible. Darton, Longman & Todd Ltd and 

Doubleday, London.

Brown, R et al. (eds) 1989, New Jerome Biblical Commentary. Geoffrey Chapman, London.

Teacher Resources
Bennet, R 2002, Four Witnesses: The Church in Her Own Words. Ignatius Press, San Francisco.
Charpentier, E 1992, How to Read the New Testament. SCM Press, Canterbury.
Fortescue, A 1997, The Early Papacy. St Augustine Press, Southampton.
Horner, T 1998, Seeds of Life: Early Christian Martyrs. Gracewing, Leominster.
Lampe, P 1999, The Christians of Rome in the First Two Centuries. Burnes & Oates, Kent.
Liddy, S & Welbourne, L 1999, Strategies for Teaching Religious Education. Social Science Press, 

Sydney.
Ryan, M 2003, Reading the Bible, an Introduction for Students. Social Science Press, Sydney.
Smith, H 2001, Living in Harmony, Teacher Book. Harper Collins, Melbourne.

Classroom Resources
Crotty, R et al. 2001, Living in Harmony, Ch. 4. Harper Collins Religious, Melbourne.
Morrissey, J et al. 1997, Out of the Desert, Book 1, Ch. 6. Longman, Melbourne.
National Centre for Religious Studies 1994, Understanding Faith Series, ‘Christian Art, Architecture 

and Music’ (Teacher and Student Edition). Auckland, New Zealand.

Video
‘Peter and Paul and the Christian Revolution’ (part of the Empire Series) available from SBS or Tape 

Services, South Australia.

Website
<www.resource.melb.catholic.edu.au>  (Scripture – New Testament – Introducing Paul)

Unit Evaluation

In evaluating the indicators of learning the teacher could consider the following:

• To what extent are students aware of the commitment and vision of the men and women in the 
early Christian communities?

• Are students able to describe important events and personalities in the early Christian 
communities?

• How effectively did students use historical sources to interpret early Church history?

• To what extent did students demonstrate achievement of the standards?

• Are there standards that were not achieved?

• What changes (if any) would you make if you were teaching this unit again?




